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Arnoldo Aleman, the candidate favored to win the October presidential election in Nicaragua,
escaped harm in a Jan. 25 attack on his motor caravan. One person died and three others were
wounded in the attack. Aleman hinted broadly that the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional
(FSLN) was behind the attempt on his life, but police and military officials theorized that the
attackers were bandits. The assault took place as the candidate began a campaign swing through
several northern towns. His motorcade was travelling near Wiwili in the department of Jinotega, 250
km north of the capital, when about a dozen armed men opened fire with automatic weapons.
In the foray, Luiz Cruz, a policeman assigned to Aleman's armed escort, was killed and another
police officer, Orlando Siles, was wounded. Two civilians, Antonio Aleman, the candidate's cousin,
and Heriberto Gadea, were also wounded. Both are members of the candidate's Partido Liberal
Constitucionalista (PLC). Describing the event, Aleman said the attackers stopped the motorcade
on a rural road and fired shots in the air. They forced one of the vehicles to back up and drive away,
leaving the others to sustain a barrage of automatic weapons fire. Aleman described the attackers'
demeanor as "peculiar," as if they were drunk or on drugs. National police commander Fernando
Caldera said that Aleman was "never in imminent mortal danger because of the professional
performance of the escort team."
Aleman, former mayor of Managua, is running for the presidency on the Liberal Alliance ticket,
a union of four right-of-center parties including the PLC. His chief rival in the campaign is the
FSLN's secretary general, former president Daniel Ortega (1979-1990). When Aleman resigned his
mayoral post last September to run for the presidency, he warned that FSLN leaders were planning
to assassinate him. In a radio broadcast after the assault, Aleman said that his attackers "were
dressed in camouflage uniforms and wearing red and black bandannas." Red and black are the
traditional Sandinista colors. While spokespersons for the PLC were more circumspect in their
public statements about the attack, Aleman gave the assault a decidedly political interpretation.
There are "many hotheads" who would disrupt the campaign, he said, but the electoral process "will
not be set back by sorrow and mourning." "We are calling for prudence, because it will be through
the ballot and not bullets that Nicaragua will be transformed," Aleman said. Likewise, Alejandro
Avellan of the Partido de la Resistencia Nicaraguense (PRN) a party made up of former contra
combatants blamed the Sandinistas and warned that the attack was the beginning of an operation to
wreck the electoral process.
The FSLN dismissed allegations that the party was behind the attack. Bayardo Arce, a member of
the FSLN's National Directorate, condemned the assault and suggested that the attackers were
bandits. FSLN leader Tomas Borge also rejected the insinuation that his party was responsible and
noted that the policeman killed in the exchange of fire was a member of the FSLN. Some other
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political leaders and some human rights activists tended to see a broader political motive in the
assault and expressed concerns that the election and democracy itself were now threatened, as well
as the February papal visit. National Assembly president Cairo Lopez said that the attack "could set
back the process of democratization." "Political assaults have been the exception in the national life
of Nicaragua and it worries me that they could become the rule," he said.
Vilma Nunez of the Nicaraguan Center for Human Rights said, "If this is the way the electoral
campaign begins in this country, democracy and the relative peace now prevailing are at risk."
Military and police officials, however, discounted any political motive behind the assault, saying
that the attackers were most probably members of a bandit gang whose leader is a former contra
soldier known as El Lobo. At least one government source said that an eyewitness to the attack
identified the leader as El Lobo. Interior Minister Sergio Narvaez gave what appears to be the
official government version. He said that the attack "was a simple and vile assault" by one of the
bandit groups operating in the northern section of the country. The army has been combatting such
bands in the region for several years but has been unable to control or eradicate them. (Sources:
Deutsche Press Agentur, Notimex, 01/25/96; Inter Press Service, Reuter, Agencia Centroamericana
de Noticias Spanish News Service, Agence France-Presse, 01/25/96, 01/26/96)
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